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We a l l  have t a l e s  of pe r sona l  embarrassment u n l e s s  we a r e  p a r t i c u l a r l y  ung i f t ed  and 
shy of t e l l i n g  s t o r i e s .  Such n a r r a t i v e s  simply a r e  dev ices  we use  a s  means of soc i a l  
bonding--that is, a s  ways i n  which we sha re  t h e  exper iences  of ou r se lves  o r  o t h e r s ,  
t hus  opening up our  behavior  t o  t h e  s c r u t i n y  o f  o the r s .  The i n t e r a c t i o n  must be 
r e c i p r o c a l  o r  we r ega rd  it a s  an  un f r i end ly  a c t .  
Let me begin  wi th  an i l l u s t r a t i o n .  When I was a  k id ,  growing up i n  a  smal l  town out-  
s i d e  of P h i l l y  [ph i l ade lph ia l ,  I was used t o  double-dat ing wi th  my f r i e n d  "Jel ly-beans ."  
(He was a  l i t t l e  f a t ,  very  k lu t zy ,  and a  clown.) One New Year ' s  Eve we decided,  s i n c e  
t h e r e  were no p a r t i e s ,  t h a t  we would be very grown-up and go i n t o  P h i l l y  t o  Bellevue- 
S t r a t f o r d  f o r  d inne r  and dancing t o  impress ou r  g i r l f r i e n d s .  Well, we go t  t h e r e  and 
were having a  good t ime,  e a t i n g  and dancing,  and a t  one po in t  he went t o  t h e  men's room. 
He came back and my g i r l f r i e n d  whispered t o  me, " H i s  f l y ' s  open." (Things l i k e  t h a t  
were a  b i g  problem i n  those  days . )  I leaned over  t o  him when he s a t  down and s a i d  t o  
him, "Your barn door ' s  open!" As unob t rus ive ly  a s  poss ib l e ,  he zipped up. Meanwhile 
t h e  band had s t a r t e d  up aga in ,  and I asked my g i r l f r i e n d  t o  dance. We had j u s t  go t t en  
ou t  t o  t h e  f l o o r  when we heard t h i s  awful c l a t t e r  and looked back and t h e r e  was 
Je l ly -beans  wi th  t h e  t a b l e c l o t h  caught i n  h i s  f l y .  We r a n  over  t o  him, of cou r se ,  and 
t r i e d  t o  h e l p  him g e t  it o u t ,  bu t  it was s tuck .  Well, we were a l l  embarrassed, 
e s p e c i a l l y  t h e  g i r l s ,  'cause everybody, I mean everybody,was looking a t  u s .  Eventual ly  
we had t o  r o l l  t h e  damn t h i n g  up and walk over ,  a c r o s s  t h e  dance f l o o r ,  t o  t h e  men's 
room. Of course ,  everyone clapped when we d i d  t h i s .  We had t o  g e t  a  j a n i t o r  up t h e r e  
with a  p l i e r s  be fo re  we g o t  it o u t ,  and even then  I cou ldn ' t  ge t  J e l ly -beans  t o  go back 
i n t o  t h e  d in ing  room. 
Now, i f  your minds a r e  working anything l i k e  mine, you a r e  e i t h e r  saying t o  yoursel f  
( o r  t o  your f r i e n d  s i t t i n g  next  t o  you) t h a t  you've heard t h a t  one be fo re ,  o r  you a r e  
t h ink ing ,  "You t h i n k  t h a t ' s  bad. Well you should hear  what happened t o  me . . . . " 
We have,  do we n o t ,  a  l o t  of such s t o r i e s  i n  our conve r sa t iona l  r e p e r t o i r e ,  s t o r i e s  
t h a t  we t e l l  i n  s e r i e s  when we g e t  onto  r ecoun t ing  exper iences ,  pe r sona l ,  f a m i l i a r ,  
o r  j u s t  s t r ange  t h i n g s  t h a t  we've heard happening. 
A number of such thema t i ca l ly  r e l a t e d  subgenres have occurred t o  me, ones which emerge 
on s o c i a l  occasions .  One kind a r e  s t o r i e s  about s t r a n g e  f i r s t  encounters  between 
onese l f  and one ' s  s p e c i a l  f r i e n d  (spouse? love r?  p a r t n e r ? ) - - s t o r i e s  which commonly 
r e l a t e  t o  being r e a l l y  turned off by t h e  person,  o r  being turned away by some f e a t u r e  
o f  t h e  s i t u a t i o n .  O r  t h e r e  a r e  t h e  ones t o l d  by marr ied couples  ( e s p e c i a l l y  e a r l y  i n  
marr iage)  about  t h e  s t r a n g e  untoward even t s  t h a t  happened du r ing  c o u r t s h i p  o r  t h e  
wedding p repa ra t ions .  O r  how about t h e  s t o r i e s  about  t h e  time you were unable t o  
c o n t r o l  your b ig  mouth? Or your bladder?  O r  your d i g e s t i v e  system? O r  s t o r i e s  about  t h e  
when and where of l o s i n g  your v i r g i n i t y ,  wi th  i t s  s p e c i a l  emphasis on t h e  f a c t o r s  t h a t  
p laced even t s  beyond your c o n t r o l ?  O r  t h e  s t o r i e s  about where you were when Kennedy 
was s h o t ,  o r ,  i n  my generation, when you heard about P e a r l  Harbor? 
That such s t o r i e s  a r e  a s  pa t t e rned  and formulaic  a s  any o t h e r  o r a l  n a r r a t i v e  is c l e a r  from 
t h e  laughing r ecogn i t i on  t h a t  I wi tnes s  whenever I d i s c u s s  t h e  ma t t e r .  Why, t hen ,  has  
t h e r e  been so  l i t t l e  s tudy of such n a r r a t i v e s ?  There a r e  two c l a s s e s  of s c h o l a r s  whom 
we might reasonably  expect  t o  have t r e a t e d  o f  t h e s e  pe r sona l  n a r r a t i v e s :  f o l k l o r i s t s  
and s o c i o l i n g u i s t s .  F o l k l o r i s t s  only  r e c e n t l y  have exh ib i t ed  any i n t e r e s t  i n  them, and 
then from a  taxonomic r a t h e r  t han  an i n t e r a c t i o n a l  and s i t u a t i o n a l  po in t  of view (wi tnes s  
t h e  e s o t e r i c  d i scuss ion  of memorat and f a b u l a t ) .  Soc io l ingu i s t s - - inc lud ing  symbolic 
i n t e rac t ion i s t s - - and  ethnographers of communication have been more concerned with  r o l e  
and s t q t u s  a l l o c a t i o n  i n  s o c i a l  i n t e r a c t i o n s  than with t h e  c e n t r a l  p lace s t o r i e s  have 
i n  t h e  es tabl ishment  and maintenance of r e l a t i o n s h i p s ,  a s  wel l  a s  i n  image management 
and i n  nego t i a t ions  of  i d e n t i t y  ( s e e  Rainwater 1970, 284, and my d i scuss ion  of  t h i s  
range of personal  m a t e r i a l s  i n  Abrahams, 1975). F o l k l o r i s t s  have been concerned p r i -  
mari ly  with items t h a t  may be t r a c e d  with r ega rd  t o  h i s t o r i c a l  and geographical  
d i s t r i b u t i o n ,  which a r e  t h e r e f o r e  t o  be analyzed with regard t o  t h e  cons i s t enc ies  o f  
both form and content  f e a t u r e s .  In  t h e s e  s t o r i e s ,  t h e  f a m i l i a r i t y  with which they  a r e  
greeted concerns a s  much a c l a s s  of  a c t i o n s  a s  it does t h e  s p e c i f i c s  of  t h e  s t o r y .  But 
it is only through an examination of  t h e  on to log ica l  s t a t u s  of n a r r a t i v e s  t h a t  e n t e r  i n t o  
both our  everyday i n t e r a c t i o n s  and t h e  more formal occasions  when we ga the r  t o  t e l l  and 
hear  s t o r i e s  t h a t  we w i l l  be a b l e  t o  recognize and explore  our  own no t ions  of what a 
s t o r y  is  and how we come t o  unders tand,  apprec ia t e ,  and judge them. I want t o  
consider  he re ,  t hen ,  our  na t ive  not ion of  how we a r r i v e  a t  what t h e  s t o r y  means wi th in  
the  context  i n  which it i s  t o l d ,  and how important it is  whether t h e  s t o r y  is  t r u e ,  
r e l i a b l e ,  o r  j u s t  t o l d  f o r  fuq. S p e c i f i c a l l y ,  I want t o  d i scuss  t h e  bas i c  ques t ions  
we ask  of  any s t o r y :  Is it t r u e ?  What is i t s  po in t?  
Let me go back t o  my exemplary s t o r y  o f  t h e  wandering t a b l e c l o t h  f o r  a moment. I ' l l  
begin with a confession: it did not  a c t u a l l y  happen t o  me (you s e e  I wouldn't t h ink  of  
t e l l i n g  2 most embarrassing s t o r y  t o  any but  my b e s t  f r i e n d s ,  and then  only i f  t hey  
t o l d  me t h e i r s ) .  But it did happen t o  a couple  of f r i e n d s  of  mine exac t ly  a s  recounted,  
o r  s o  it was reported t o  me. From t h e  usual  f o l k l o r i s t i c  point  of view, t h i s  wouldn't 
make a d i f f e rence  i n  a discussion of how f ixed t h e  cha rac te r  of t h e  " text"  was. But 
from an i n t e r a c t i o n a l  po in t  of view, it i s  important t o  know whether cues a r e  provided 
announcing whether t h e  s t o r y  is  t r u e  o r  n o t ,  o r  whether t h e  l i s t e n e r  i s  supposed t o  
cont inue t o  wonder. Fur the r ,  t h i s  b e l i e v a b i l i t y  may e n t e r  i n t o  t h e  dec i s ion  whether 
the  s t o r y  can be changed from a f i r s t  person t o  a t h i r d  person frame. I f  it has 
s u f f i c i e n t  i n t e g r i t y  of  cons t ruc t ion  ( f a m i l i a r i t y  of s i t u a t i o n ,  build-up, climax o f  
ac t ion ,  discussion of consequences),  it may su rv ive  such a t r a n s l a t i o n  without l o s i n g  
the  i n t e r e s t  engendered by our sha r ing  i n  t h e  s o c i a l  embarrassment. Indeed, t h e  s t o r y  
is  ( t o  use a n a t i v e  of  judgment) good enough t h a t  it probably is  t r a n s l a t a b l e  t o  an 
even more dis tanced pronominal p o s i t i o n ;  it t o l d  about something embarrassing which 
once happened t o  someone, which we happened t o  hear  about. O r  it might i n  o t h e r  
circumstances become a t t r i b u t e d  t o  someone g r e a t  o r  famous. 
Let me use another  i l l u s t r a t i o n ,  not  2 most embarrassing moment, but one I shared 
with ( o r ,  should I say,  engineered a t  t h e  expense o f )  Dick Dorson. We were a t  one o f  
those grand i n t e r n a t i o n a l  even t s  of  h i s  devis ing,  t h i s  time i n  Yugoslavia. The docent  
of t h e  host  i n s t i t u t i o n ,  The Univers i ty  of  Novi Sad, gave us  a marvelous d inne r  a t  what 
was b i l l e d  a s  T i t o ' s  hunt ing lodge. I t  was q u i t e  an occasion,  beginning i n  mid-af ter-  
noon. We were each given a b o t t l e  of s l i v o v i t z  and one of  brandy a s  we en te red ,  and 
each of t h e  t e n  o r  twelve courses  had a d i f f e r e n t  wine, s o  we were soon we l l  o i l ed .  
Inev i t ab ly  t h e  t o a s t s  began, and I ,  along with my fe l low Americans not  used t o  e n t e r i n g  
i n t o  such an o r a t o r i c a l  t r a d i t i o n ,  was genuinely apprehensive of what t o  say when my 
tu rn  came ( a s  we l l  I might have been, f o r  one of our  h i s t o r i a n  f r i e n d s  managed t o  f l o o d  
us a l l  o u t  wi th  h i s  t o a s t  from " the  good people of Kentucky t o  t h e  good people o f  
Czechoslovakia"). For tunately ,  j u s t  before  me t h e  docent had had h i s  t u r n  and had sung 
a song r a t h e r  than give a speech. Well, I am much more a t  ease  with s ing ing  than  with  
speaking i n  publ ic .  And fur thermore,  t h e  year  before  I had convenient ly  w r i t t e n  a song 
t o  my b ro the r  on t h e  proper Phi ladelphian theme o f  b ro the r ly  love.  So I explained t h e  
circumstances of  i t s  composition and sang t h e  song. 
It wasn't long a f t e r  t h a t  I found t h e  pain  unbearable and r e t i r e d  t o  t h e  men's room. 
mom do I f i n d  myself next  t o  a t  t h e  l a t r i n e  but  t h e  i l l u s t r i o u s  R .  M. D. ,  who, making 
t h e  usua l  ch i t - cha t  common t o  such occasions ,  approvingly s a i d ,  "Roger, I d i d n ' t  know 
you were a man of  such parts; '  t o  which I could only r ep ly ,  "Some o t h e r  p l ace ,  Dick, 
i f  you don ' t  mind." 
As i n  t h e  e a r l i e r  s t o r y ,  t h i s  one r e l i e s  on a  s i t u a t i o n a l  s e t t i n g  of a  high i n t e n s i t y  
event ,  o f t e n  one which dramat izes ,  a l b e i t  humorously, t h e  problems of such t r a n s i t i o n s ,  
and which c e n t e r s  on t h e  i n a b i l i t y  t o  c o n t r o l  our  behaviors  o r  our  bodies  a s  f u l l y  a s  
decorum t e l l s  us we ought .  Furthermore, t h e s e  even t s  ought t o  have a  climax o f  some 
s o r t ,  and i f  t h a t  moment happens t o  involve a  bon mot, so  much t h e  b e t t e r .  I f  it 
does i n  f a c t  i nc lude  such a  w i t t i c i sm,  it means t h a t  i n  s p e c i a l  c i rcumstances  it can 
be employed i n  something l i k e  a  joke se s s ion .  In  t h i s  s t o r y ,  however, t h e  e f f e c t i v e n e s s  
t u r n s ,  a t  l e a s t  i n  p a r t ,  on knowing who Dorson is ,  what my s t a t u s  i n  t h e  p ro fe s s ion  is 
with r e l a t i o n  t o  h i s ,  how much camaraderie and how much s o c i a l  i nve r s ion  was involved,  
and s o  on. A l l  of t h e s e  a r e  f a c t o r s  i n  ob ta in ing  l i c e n s e  n o t  on ly  t o  t e l l  s t o r i e s ,  b u t  
t o  t e l l  s t o r i e s  about  o n e s e l f ,  f o r  he re  we encounter  some p r e t t y  s t rong ,  i f  no t  always 
e x p l i c i t ,  r u l e s  concerning s t o r y t e l l i n g  a s  a  s o c i a l  a c t i v i t y .  
In gene ra l ,  such f e a t u r e s  a s  s t a t u s  and age have a  good d e a l  t o  do wi th  ob ta in ing  such 
l i cense - -o r ,  t o  use  ano the r  o f  our  f o l k  terms,  t h e  go-ahead. One r u l e  more observed 
in  t h e  breach than  o the rwi se ,  e s p e c i a l l y  among f o l k l o r i s t s ,  i s  "Dotage breeds  anecdotage" 
- - that  is ,  t h e  o l d e r  you g e t ,  t h e  e a s i e r  it is t o  g e t  away with t e l l i n g  s t o r i e s  about  
y o u r s e l f .  However, l e s t  t h e  o ld  heads around he re  see  t h i s  a s  automat ic  l i c e n s e ,  
remember: some can t e l l  'em and some c a n ' t .  
Though I am obviously  joking about  t h i s ,  I am a l s o  dead s e r i o u s ,  f o r  one way i n  which 
t h e  go-ahead is  obta ined is t o  be a  master  t a c t i c i a n  i n  t h e  game o f  conversat ion-- to  
know when t o  draw on a  s t o r y ,  how much t ime,  and, by ex tens ion ,  how much e l a b o r a t i o n  
w i l l  be t o l e r a t e d .  Gauging such a  f a c t o r  means a s s e s s i n g  what kind of i n t e r a c t i o n a l  
scene you a r e  involved i n ,  a s  we l l  a s  what your speaking s t a t u s  i s  i n  t h a t  scene. I n  
gene ra l ,  scenes  which a r e ,  by common consent  of t h e  p a r t i c i p a n t s ,  def ined a s  conversa- 
t i o n s  l i v e  by c e r t a i n  f l e x i b l y  i n t e r p r e t e d  r u l e s ,  such a s  t h e  I - t a lk -you- l i s t en ,  you: 
t a l k - I - l i s t e n ,  one-speaker-at-a-time r u l e  which ob ta ins  i n  most American t a l k  situations. 
Another is t h e  equa l  acces s  r u l e  with t h e  accrued appropr i a t e  ways t o  break i n  on t h e  
conversat ion.  Another i s  of apparent  spon tane i ty ,  i n  which t h e  p a r t i c i p a n t s  i n  t h e  
conversat ion agree  t o  d i s r ega rd  ( o r  laugh away) anything which e i t h e r  seems r ehea r sed  
o r  i s  i n  an inappropr i a t e  code ( a s  when we rhyme a c c i d e n t a l l y ) .  
There is a  wide range of scenes  i n  which t h e s e  r u l e s  of conversat ion apply  but which, 
a s  t hey  grow i n  i n t e n s i t y ,  involve a  convent ional  r u l e  r e l a x a t i o n .  For i n s t ance ,  t h e  
more " j u s t  t a l k i n g '  g r a v i t a t e s  toward a  "Deep d i scuss ion , "  t h e  g r e a t e r  t h e  amount of 
t ime an ind iv idua l  is given t o  make a  p o i n t ,  and t h e  more se l f - consc ious  t h e  r i g h t  t o  
keep t h e  f l o o r  is maintained. O r  aga in ,  t h e  more a  d i scuss ion  t u r n s  i n t o  an argument,  
t h e  more voice  ove r l ap  is  countenanced. 
A f e a t u r e  o f  s t o r i e s  is t h a t  t hey  may be employed i n  any o f  t h e s e  speech s i t u a t i o n s ,  
from t h e  most c a s u a l  t o  t h e  most con t r ived .  But I t h i n k  t h a t  t h e r e  w i l l  be gene ra l  
agreement t h a t  a s  long a s  t h e  scene is de f ined  a s  c a s u a l  conve r sa t ion ,  t h e  more s t o r i e s  
must f i t  i n t o  t h e  ongoing d i scuss ion ;  when they  begin  t o  be t o l d  openly  f o r  t h e i r  own 
sake,  t hen  t h e  l i n e  between " j u s t  t a lk ing"  and a  performance is  passed. Whereas i n  
conve r sa t ions  t h e  s t o r i e s  must seem t o  occur t o  t h e  t e l l e r  spontaneously  and t h e  t e l l i n g  
must t h e r e f o r e  not  seem t o o  prepared,  i n  enter ta inment  t h e  more r ehea r sed  and con t r ived  
t h e  t e l l i n g  t h e  b e t t e r .  
There is ,  o f  cou r se ,  a  l a r g e r  gray a r e a  he re - - s i t ua t ions  i n  which s t o r i e s  a r e  t o l d  as 
p a r t  of a  " l i ne"  which has  obviously  been r ehea r sed ,  bu t  because of t h e  framing of t h e  
s i t u a t i o n  demands t h a t  conve r sa t iona l  r u l e s  apply ,  t h e  rehearsed q u a l i t i e s  of which 
must be  masked out  and ignored. For i n s t ance ,  t h o s e  who a r e  f u l f i l l i n g  s e r v i c e  o r  
p r o f e s s i o n a l  r o l e s  i n  s o c i e t y ,  t hose  who de f ine  t h e i r  work by a  r o l e  r e l a t ionsh ip - - e .g . ,  
l awyer -c l i en t ,  doc to r -pa t i en t ,  salesman-customer--commonly have a  r e p e r t o i r e  of s t o r i e s  
which they employ a s  p a r t  of e s tab l i sh ing  and maintaining t h e  re la t ionsh ip .  Both 
speaker and l i s t e n e r  recognize t h a t  a  " l ine" I S  ' being drawn on, whether it i s  ca l l ed  
a  p i t ch  o r  a  good bedside manner; but the re  i s  common agreement t o  ignore t h e  
rehearsed charac te r  of the  l i n e .  
In s t o r y t e l l i n g ,  then,  even i n  such se rv ice  re la t ionsh ips ,  we a t t end  t o  the  s t o r y  
as  a  th ing  unto i t s e l f  and judge it i n  terms of how well  it i s  del ivered,  how 
appropriate  it i s  t o  t h e  s i t u a t i o n  (espec ia l ly  t o  t h e  character  of  t h e  audience) 
and thus  how much of it i s  ab le  t o  maintain our i n t e r e s t  and e l i c i t  our p a r t i c i p a t i v e  
energies. But once we recognize the  d i s t inc t iveness  of t h e  s t o r y  i n  i t s  t e l l i n g ,  
apart  from i t s  i n t e r a c t i o n a l  c o r r e l a t e s ,  we a r e  forced t o  acknowledge the  double 
character  of such devices--that they e x i s t  both within and outside of s i t u a t i o n .  
That is, the  idea of reper to i re  i s  not  a  f o l k l o r i s t i c  construct :  it i s  a  fea tu re  of 
our i n t e r a c t i o n a l  l i v e s  t h a t  emerges when anyone says,  "That reminds me of t h e  
one . . ." or "I have one on . . ." . This double character  i s ,  of course, not 
unique t o  s t o r i e s .  Proverbs, prayers ,  charms, and many o ther  such devices g e t  t h e i r  
meaning and v i t a l i t y  from s i t u a t i o n a l  employment but a r e  separable from such immediate 
contexts. Moreover, t h e i r  de tachab i l i ty  i s  underscored by our a b i l i t y  t o  recognize 
these devices gener ica l ly ,  t o  "stack" them i f  we ca re  to-- that  i s ,  t o  give a  l i s t  of 
items out  of context which i l l u s t r a t e  the  type. 
Jus t  by having t o  wri te  out  these two embarrassment s t o r i e s  f o r  purposes of reading 
aloud, I have been forced in f a c t  t o  make a  number of changes toward a  g r e a t e r  f i x i t y  
of t e x t .  That is, I made them considerably more performancelike, s p e c i f i c a l l y  more i n  
l i n e  with the  expectat ions of t h e  writer/reading-audience re la t ionsh ip .  As I wrote I  
kept e l iminat ing redundancies, adding a d j e c t i v a l  and adverbial  e labora t ions ,  and so on, 
thus giving the  s t o r i e s  a  f i n i s h  I would never expect i n  purely o r a l  contexts. I  d id  
t h i s  knowing t h a t  they would be examined, i n  some p a r t ,  according t o  such c r i t e r i a .  
But such s t o r i e s  can be t o l d  i n  a  very wide range of in te rac t iona l  scene-types and 
s i tua t ions .  To be sure ,  any scene i n  which completed ac t ion  s t o r i e s  a r e  told--  
e spec ia l ly  ones with punch l ines--wil l  be monitored toward performance by the  p a r t i c i p a n t s ,  
and t h e  l i cens ing  system w i l l  bend i n  t h a t  d i rec t ion .  
Studying s t o r i e s  a s  t e x t s ,  a s  jokes, memorat f ahu la t ,  o r  whatever (as we f o l k l o r i s t s  
are  wont t o  do) ,  may then do some vio-A t h e e r i a l s ,  simply because such study 
once again only a t t ends  t o  t h e  s t a b l e  n a r r a t i v e  fea tu res  and w i l l  not c a s t  l i g h t  on t h e  
in te rac t iona l  system o r  t h e  contextual  f a c t o r s  t h a t  give r i s e  t o  the  t e l l i n g  of 
s t o r i e s .  As a  r e s u l t ,  we may be ignoring, among o ther  th ings ,  how the  accomplished 
s t o r y t e l l e r  comes i n t o  being. Further ,  we miss the  p o s s i b i l i t y  of studying j u s t  
where t h e  connections between the  everyday and t h e  spec ia l ,  t h e  in tense ,  t h e  
enactment, a r i s e .  
The exis tence of such an impl ic i t  system of manners with regard t o  s t o r y t e l l i n g  po in t s  
t o  the most important dimension of s t o r i e s :  they a r e  e s s e n t i a l l y  s o c i a l  i n  t h e i r  
employment--social i n  the  sense of being used t o  en te r  i n t o  negotiat ions f o r  s t a t u s  
and ro le - re la t ionsh ips ,  and i n  t h e  sense of drawing upon t h e  s o c i a l  behavior of one- 
se l f  and o thers .  Most s t o r i e s  we bother t o  t e l l  concern, in  some dimension, t h e  
breaking of ru les ;  our i n t e r e s t  and amusement a r i s e s  from our impl ic i t  sharing i n  t h e  
manners of our group and, it must be s t ressed ,  i n  t h e  formulaical ly approved ways of 
breaking and repa i r ing  t h e  expectat ion pa t t e rns ,  We enjoy these  s t o r i e s  because they 
encourage us t o  share i n  the  embarrassment, but from such a  remove t h a t  we no longer 
flood out. Indeed, one of the  major funct ions of t e l l i n g  such s t o r i e s  i s  t o  take a  
s i t u a t i o n  which, while it was happening, was out of con t ro l ,  and t o  impose on it a 
sense of order  a f t e r  the  fac t .  The more embarrassing the  event, the  harder it i s  t o  
t a l k  about it; but t h e  more you a r e  ab le  t o  r e t e l l  the  s to ry ,  t h e  more you f e e l  ab le  
t o  put t h e  event under control .  
We might begin t o  render  a  na t ive  category system of personal  s t o r i e s  based on a  
s l i d i n g  sca le  of proximity t o  events, c loseness  of re la t ionsh ip  (both between 
speaker and hearer ,  and speaker and spoken-about), and t h e  kinds of r o l e  va l ida t ions  
being ca r r i ed  out. The most immediate type of s to ry ,  and one which the re fore  
doesn ' t  have t o  be t o l d  from beginning t o  end, might be ca l l ed  "news," " the l a t e s t , "  
o r  "heard aboutst'--those s t o r i e s  which range from simple, unusual happenings i n  the  
l i v e s  of t h e  members of a  f r i endsh ip  network o r  family, t o  those s t o r i e s  i l l u s t r a t i v e  
of charac te r  which a r e  ca l l ed  "gossip" o r  " talking about" when women engage i n  t h e  
p rac t i ce ,  and " t e l l i n g  about" when men do. Such ongoing s t o r i e s ,  when completed, 
may t u r n  in to  exemplary nar ra t ives ;  t h a t  i s ,  when they have a  sense of ending and t h e  
ending s tands i n  a  useful  and congruent r e l a t i o n  t o  t h e  beginning, they may then be 
employed a s  good-example-of-that-that-happened-to-myfiend i l l u s t r a t i v e  s t o r i e s ,  
hard luck o r  success s t o r i e s ,  o r  jus t  p la in  anecdotes. With such nar ra t ives  the re  i s  
a  higher  degree of completeness, but not a s  high perhaps a s  those which a r e  t o l d  i n  t h e  
more competitive s i t u a t i o n s  o f ,  say, joke te l l ing  o r  the  t r ad ings  of anecdotes about 
the  g rea t  and the  notorious. In these  t h e  s t o r i e s  a r e  still  involved a t  l e a s t  with 
human types and s i t u a t i o n s  which we would regard a s  r e a l ,  i f  not  r e a l i s t i c .  This 
would not be so with genres l i k e  fab les ,  myths, and f a i r y  t a l e s .  
In my most recent  work, I have been exploring our own impl ic i t  e th ica l -aes the t i c  
theory of what I c a l l ,  f o r  want of a  b e t t e r  term, enactment. That i s ,  by looking a t  
our everyday uses of the  (admit tedly overlapping) terms r i t u a l ,  game, performance, 
f e s t i v i t y ,  play, f i c t i o n ,  s to ry ,  and myth, I t r y  t o  demonstrate not only t h a t  we 
operate on a  theory,  but t h a t  impl ic i t ly  t h e  theory reminds us of our perceived con- 
t i n u i t i e s  between everyday express iv i ty  and the  l a r g e r ,  more intense events  which mark 
our l i v e s .  This l a s t  point is probably most quickly recognizable i n  t h e  range of uses  
f o r  t h e  terms myth o r  r i t u a l ;  a s  f o l k l o r i s t s ,  we a r e  threatened by t h e  everyday 
employment of such terms, but it i s  useful  f o r  us t o  recognize them. Although with 
both designat ions the re  i s  some overlap of  popular a t t i t u d e s  point ing t o  t h e  m i s -  
leading character  of what a r e  ca l l ed  " jus t  myths*' o r  " j u s t  (empty) r i t u a l , "  t h a t  t h e  
continuing use of t h e  terms t o  r e f e r  t o  an inher i t ed  order  and value system of 
expressive behavior t e l l s  us much about our enduring concerns f o r  invest ing l i f e  with 
the  p o s s i b i l i t y  of meaningful peak experiences. "Just myths" and "empty r i t u a l s "  
r e f e r  these experiences t o  the  ves t iges  of s o c i a l  expression which have somehow l o s t  
t h e i r  a b i l i t y  t o  organize, coordinate, and focus our p a r t i c i p a t i v e  energies. 
The marker "just"--as i n  " j u s t  myth," " jus t  playing," o r ,  more appropriate  t o  t h i s  
discussion,  " jus t  a  storyw--provides us as  we grow with our f i r s t  ways of discussing 
the d i f fe rences  between our d i r e c t  modes of express iv i ty  and our techniques by which, 
through framing o r  reframing, we represen t ,  r e p o r t ,  or  replay such a c t i v i t y .  In  t h e  
framing o r  reframing, we a r e  ab le  t o  point  up t h e  s ignif icance of t h e  a c t i v i t y .  Thus, 
e a r l y  i n  our l i n g u i s t i c  experience we lea rn  t h e  d i f fe rence  between a c t i v i t y  and 
repor t ing  past  a c t i v i t y ,  between doing something and t a l k i n g  about having done some- 
th ing  ( o r  something having been done). Once t h i s  d i sc re t ion  is made we must f u r t h e r  
l e a r n  t o  make the  difference between t r u e  repor t ings  and joking o r  f i c t i o n a l  ones. A s  
Barbara Herrnstein Smith notes:  
Most chi ldren l ea rn  a t  a  r e l a t i v e l y  ea r ly  age t h a t  some of t h e  th ings  t h a t  
we t e l l  them a r e  " r e a l l y  t rue" and o thers  a r e  " jus t  s t o r i e s "  o r  more 
general ly t h a t  sometimes we a r e  saying th ings  t o  them and a t  o the r  times 
using language i n  a r a t h e r  d i f f e r e n t  s p i r i t  and with a d i f f e r e n t  force. 
They lea rn  t o  make t h i s  d i s t i n c t i o n  qu i te  i n  ignorance o f ,  and independent 
of ca tegor ies  such a s  f a c t  or  f i c t i o n  . . . . (Smith) 
These categories  a r e  learned,  Smith cont inues,  on the  bas i s  of experiencing t h e  
d i f fe rences ,  and recognizing the cues which place t h i s  frame of make-believe around 
them, t h i s  subjunct ive "might be" or  " i f "  qua l i f i ca t ion ,  o r  what I c a l l e d  above, t h i s  
qua l i ty  of just-ness  ( C f ,  Turner; Bateson). 
Unfortunately, t h i s  kind of marking fea tu re  has been explored more with regard 
t o  play than t o  na r ra t ive  f i c t i o n s ,  so t h a t  we have not ye t  made f u l l y  e x p l i c i t  what 
our na t ive  theory of framing and l i cense  i s  with regard t o  verbal  f i c t i o n s .  But l e t  
me of fe r  some genera l i za t ions  about a l l  of those  highly framed, s t y l i z e d ,  and 
intensive events which I r e f e r  t o  a s  enactments. Each type of enactment--game-play, 
performance, f e s t i v i t y ,  and r i tual--has d i f fe ren t  ways of es tab l i sh ing  and maintaining 
i t s  separateness from t h e  everyday world--what Alfred Schutz and o ther  soc io log ica l  
phenomenologists c a l l  the  "world of paramount r e a l i t y . "  Because these  d i f fe rences  
a r i s e  on the  s i t u a t i o n a l  l e v e l ,  we have l i t t l e  problem i n  d i s t ingu ish ing  them a s  they 
a r i s e .  By t h i s  I simply mean t h a t  some game playing not only c a l l s  f o r  a d i f f e r e n t  
vocabulary of movement and a d i f f e r e n t  s e t  of f i c t i o n s  from, say,  r i t u a l ,  but  they 
occur a t  d i f f e r e n t  times and places. Because both involve t h e  f i c t i o n a l  change of 
worlds fmm t h e  everyday flow of a c t i v i t i e s ,  and because both s t y l i z e  and draw on 
preformulated r u l e s  and pa t t e rns  of expectat ion,  we f ind  it easy t o  t r a n s l a t e  from one 
t o  another realm of the  play world o r  t o  the  r i t u a l  milieu. A l l  of these  a c t i v i t i e s ,  
by involving se t -as ide  times and places,  by invoking experience of such events ,  and by 
drawing on highly redundant and p red ic tab le  ac t ions ,  po ten t ia te  t h e  p a r t i c i p a t i o n  of 
a l l  of those present  who share i n  t h i s  experience and knowledge. 
But equal ly important, we maintain boundaries between these  various in tens ive  a c t i v i t i e s  
and events. We need t o  d i s t ingu ish  between t h e  ceremonial and t h e  ludicrous,  the  r e a l  
and the  made up, se r ious  behavior and fun making. To be sure ,  a s  Gregory Bateson has 
argued, with a play enactment we must ask whether what we a r e  presented with i s  r e a l l y  
play i n  order  f o r  t h e  event t o  be successful  (Bateson). As he explores it, f o r  play t o  
be e f f e c t i v e  we must each ask ourselves whether it i s  r e a l l y  play which i s  going on 
( thus,  the  importance of  Jimmy Connor's o r  I l i e  Nastase's bad manners on t h e  t e n n i s  
cour t s  which remind us  t h a t  the  con tes t  could explode i n t o  a "real"  f i g h t  a t  any t ime).  
Similar ly,  the re  a r e  numerous means by which s t o r y t e l l e r s  announce t h e  kind of  s t o r y  
they a r e  about t o  t e l l ,  but t h e  bes t  w i l l  maintain the  question a s  t o  how much of  what 
they t e l l  ac tua l ly  happened, how much might have happened, how much is introduced t o  
make t h e  s to ry  good, and s o  on. An a r t f u l  conversa t iona l i s t  self-consciously mani- 
pu la tes  t h e  boundary markers between d i f f e r e n t  n a r r a t i v e  genres, making us ask 
constant ly whether what we're hearing a c t u a l l y  happened o r  is j u s t  a joke, o r  a l i e ,  
o r  whatever. The e f f e c t  which a wr i t e r  g e t s  when he prefaces a s t o r y  with the  warning, 
"Any semblance between t h e  charac te r s  i n  t h i s  book and anyone l i v i n g  o r  dead i s  purely 
coincidental," is not  j u s t  a disclaimer t o  p ro tec t  the  author from l e g a l  recr iminat ion.  
It a l s o  demands t h a t  the  reader  encounter t h e  s t o r y  wondering whether the  author  i s n ' t  
jus t  hiding behind t h e  disclaimer.  When we read it, don' t  we a c t u a l l y  expect something 
very r e a l  t o  be described? The o r a l  s t o r y t e l l e r  drops t h e  same kind of h i n t s ,  but 
hardly s p e l l s  them out  fu l ly .  
This is what generic  d i s t i n c t i o n s  a r e  good f o r ,  i s  it not? When we know t h a t  we a r e  
hearing "the l a t e s t "  o r  "the s t o r y  about t h e  time . . ." o r  "the one about," we a r e  
able  t o  take a comfortable s tance with regard t o  what is coming. But we a l s o  expect 
the s t o r y t e l l e r  both t o  f u l f i l l  the  expectat ions and t o  break them down a t  the  same 
time, and one of the  bes t  ways o f  breaking them down is t o  appear t o  be t e l l i n g  one 
type and t o  s l i p  i n t o  another. 
Thus, s o c i a l  confusion i s  not a condit ion only induced by embarrassment s t o r i e s .  Some 
kind of upset i s  reenacted every time s t o r i e s  a r e  self-consciously t o l d ,  and p a r t  of 
the embarrassment, confusion, ar whatever, may always be a t  t h e  expense of t h e  audience. 
Let 's  face i t - - t e l l i n g  s t o r i e s  can be an u n s e t t l i n g  experience. 
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